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reconsidering the basis for his action. For example, citizen groups, such as those 

concerned with a change in China policy, may have an impact simply by keeping 

their proposals on the public agenda (Wildavsky 1966, 25). 

Recent empirical research confirms expectations that presidents are often 

constrained in foreign policy by environmental factors. Wood and Peake's (998) 

examination of foreign policy agenda setting found that the president is highly 

responsive to shifts in media attention and international events. An "economy of 

attention" constrains the president's choices when deciding which issues to address 

in foreign policy because he cannot address all of the issues all of the time. Issues 

compete for attention in a limited agenda space and the president's choices of which 

issues to address are often made for him by critical events and media attention to 

those events. Events draw attention by the media, the president, and Congress, 

increasing the importance of related foreign policy issues relative to competing 

issues. The media's impact on both the public agenda and the policy agenda is well 

documented by scholars <Cohen 1963; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; McCombs 1976), so 

it is not surprising that the media often impact the policy agenda in Washington. 

The president's agenda leadership in foreign policy is also limited by the 

persistence of certain foreign policy problems. Such persistence provides political 

incentives to members of Congress hesitant to challenge the president's leadership in 

foreign policy, as significant constituency groups become interested in an unsolved 

policy problem. For example, since the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, U.S. 

policy toward China framed in tenns of human rights has remained on the agenda 

and presidents have had little choice but to deal with the issue given the importance 

of the relationship and the attention the issue receives in Congress. Opponents to 

opening U.S. trade relations with China have expanded the conflict to include 

Congress and the media, making presidential efforts to control the policy agenda 

more difficult. As a result, presidents have had to react to legislative encroachments 

in this area. For example, President Bush, in an unpopular move, vetoed two bills 

which would have sanctioned China for the 1989 Tiananmen massacre. 

ill. Hypotheses 

Given the above discussion, the analysis tests the foJIowing hypotheses. Conflict 

Expansion Hypothesis. Members of Congress remain outside the formal foreign 
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policy making channels according to the conventional wisdom of presidential 

dominance in foreign policy. Therefore, members may seek to expand conflict 

through their public and legislative activity in order to influence the president's 

agenda, and indirectly influence presidential decisions regarding a foreign policy. 

Successful expansion of the conflict results in increased media attention (as a proxy 

for the public agenda) as well as increased presidential attention. The conflict 

expansion model predicts that as congressional attention to East Asia increases, 

presidentiaL and media attention should increase as well. 

Presidential Agenda Setting Hypothesis. Presidents. traditionally, are considered 

effective agenda setters, particularly in foreign policy. The conventional wisdom 

suggests that presidents should have little trouble getting Congress to focus their 

activity on issues presidents consider important. Also. presidents seek to influence 

media coverage of issues. in an effort to influence what the public considers 

important. According to this argument, as presidential attention to East Asia 

increases, congressional and media attention should increase as well. 

Environmental Hypotheses. We take into account several environmental influences 

on institutional attention. Controlling for the context is critical in ironing out 

attention dynamics surrounding an issue. Accounting for the media, events, and 

previous attention is important if we are to make any conclusions regarding who 

leads whom. According to Cohen 0963, 13), the media "may not be successful much 

of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling 

its readers what to think about." The media also influence what policymakers 

consider as the important issues warranting attention (Wood and Peake 1998). 

Therefore, as media attention to East Asia increases, congressionaL and presidential 

attention should increase as well. Events are also important determinants of attention 

by policymakers (and the media) to foreign policy issues (Wood and Peake 1998). As 

the number of events related to East Asia increases, attention by the president. 

Congress, and the media increase. Finally, previous presidential, congressional, and 

media attention to an issue is likely to result in future attention to an issue. 

Attention to policy issues is inertial. and history must be accounted for (Edwards 

and Wood 1999; Wood and Peake 1998). 

Beyond speaking on an issue, presidents might influence the attention given a 

foreign policy issue through diplomatic activities, including travel abroad. Previous 

analyses of foreign policy agenda setting have not accounted for su"ch presidential 

drama, however <Edwards and Wood 1999; Peake 2001; Wood and Peake 1998). 

Brace and Hinckley (993) found that travel abroad can impact a president's approval 



2. Media Attention Measure 

Only certain types of media organizations are likely to have an affect on 

presidential or congressional attention or be influenced by presidential attention in 

foreign policy. These organizations include the national newspapers and national 

television news networks that focus much of their attention on national politics and 

foreign events. Newspapers and television networks define their institutional agendas 

by making choices on what stories to print or broadcast. We measure attention to 

foreign policy by the national news media by content coding the ABC, CBS, and 

NBC nightly television news programs. Specifically, we count the number of minutes 

devoted to each issue by the networks using the Vanderbilt Television News 

Archives available on-line at http://tvnews.vanderbilt.edu. We searched the Archive 

using keywords relevant to East Asia, including China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Beijing, 

Peking, Tiananmen, Japan, Tokyo, Korea, Seoul, Pyongyang, Thailand, Vietnam, 

Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Philippines. We examined each "hit" for 

validity concerning whether or not it dealt with some facet of East Asia. The method 

adopted here is the same approach used by Edwards and Wood (999), Wood and 

Peake (998), and Peake (2001). 

3. Congressional Attention Measure 

Legislative activity (hearings, votes, etc'> gives an indication of what the Congress 

as a group feels is important. Beyond formal activity, there are individual press 

conferences and television appearances by members, particularly the leadership, that 

give an indication of what Congress considers important in national politics. 

Instances of attention to foreign policy by Congress provide indicators of the 

congressional foreign policy agenda. A measure of congressional attention should 

take into account both fonnal and infonnal congressional activity since congressional 

activism in foreign affairs comes in many forms (Burgin 1997; Lindsay 1994). The 

Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report provides the database used to 'measure 

congressional attention to the foreign policy issues. CQ Weekly is the major 

periodical that focuses on Congress. Each issue is essentially a recap of what 

occurred on Capitol Hill the previous week, along with ongoing issue discussions in 

Congress and the administration and journalistic analyses. As with the other 



The event had both short-term and sustained affects on congressional attention to 

East Asia, according to the results in Table 3. According to the first pulse function, 

Congress responded at the beginning of the event by initially increasing attention to 

East Asia by about 400% over the series' mean. Congress also maintained attention 

to East Asia at about double the series' mean from the beginning to the end of the 

event. Congressional attention peaked at nearly 500% over the series' mean during 

the last week of the standoff. According to the significant delta coefficient, Congress 

continued to attend to East Asia at a higher than average rate for about 2-3 weeks 

after the final event. The results demonstrate that Congress alters its agenda when 

significant foreign policy events occur. However, in light of the non-findings of the 

impact of presidential trips to East Asia on congressional attention, it is clear that 

Congress does not alter its focus when presidents travel abroad. Clearly, the 

president's role as head of state has little impact on Congress' business concerning 

that part of the world. 

W. Conclusions 

Our analyses suggest that recent American presidents have had difficulty dictating 

the dynamics of congressional and media attention given to U.S.-East Asia relations. 

The analyses demonstrate that presidents are instead responsive to increases in 

attention by the Congress and the media, and that congressional attention is 

instrumental to the dynamics of presidential and media attention to East Asia. 

Whereas American presidents typically dominate the decision phase of American 

foreign policy <Peterson 1994; Wildavsky 1966), in terms of the dynamics of agenda 

setting in foreign policy, Congress may substantially increase attention by other 

political institutions and the public to a pressing issue. 

The preceding analysis suggests that the U.S. Congress can significantly influence 

the foreign policy agenda, which may allow those opposed to presidential policy to 

frame the policy debate. While direct legislative policy change may fail, the president 

must take into account congressional concerns when making foreign policy outside of 

the legislative process, whether through diplomacy or executive orders. The ability of 

the Congress to control its own agenda and highlight important for~ign policy issues 

constrains the president's agenda in foreign policy. A constrained agenda contributes 

to the reactive nature of the presidency in foreign policy <Edwards and Wood 1999; 
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databases, we used keywords related to East Asia in the subject indexes for each 

yearly volume of the CQ Weekly Reports. The keywords include People's Republic of 

China (all subheadings), Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, Democratic Repu'blic at" Korea, 

Republic of Korea, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, and 

Philippines. We read each story indicated in the indexes and counted the number of 

columns (typicaJIy 3 per page) that were relevant. We did not count articles that 

made sole reference to the· presidential administration. We counted only columns 

mentioning activity or attention by Congress or by members of the legislature. We 

adopt the same approach used by Peake (2001). 

4. Events Measure 

To develop a time series measure of exogenous foreign events related to China, 

We rely on the PANDA data set developed by the Program on Nonviolent Sanctions 

in Conflict and Defense, in the Center for International Affairs at Harvard University. 

PANDA uses an artificial intelligence program (KEDS) to code discrete events from 

Reuters news· leads. PANDA events are reports of discrete actions by a source 

country (or nationality) toward a target country or discrete actions completely within 

a single country, such as a civil war or rights violation (Bond and Bond 1994). It is 

important to recognize that one singular event in a foreign nation is likely to receive 

several reports on the Reuters news wire as the event unfolds and develops. 

Therefore the severity of the event is represented by the actual number of reports. 

We excluded from our events series events where the United States is listed as 

the source country to ensure the events measure was exogenous from the U.S. 

institutional system. We- then counted the events by week to create a measure of 

exogenous events. The keywords include the names each East Asian nation. 
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Certainly, future analysis of American foreign policy making should recognize the 

important, albeit limited role Congress plays in the foreign policy process. Congress 

has played an important role in keeping issues related to East Asia at the forefront 

of the policy agenda. This may, in tum, increase the stakes and political costs for 

presidents to continue policies opposed by significant minorities in Congress, such as 

trade and diplomatic engagement of China. Congress has shown similar patterns of 

keeping a variety of issues on the agenda, to the detriment of presidential policy. 

President Reagan was considerably frustrated in pursuing his Central American 

policies to the point that members of his administration attempted to do an end run 

around Congress, leading to the Iran-Contra scandal that seriously threatened his 

administration. Reagan shifted his position on Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines 

following high profile protests by Senator Richard Luger on the rigging of elections 

(Lindsey 1994, 136). Congressional activism, even outside of the legislative process, 

can have important effects on presidential foreign policy. 

VI. Methodological Appendix 

1. Presidential Attention Measure 

We use public statements by the president to measure the president's agenda. We 

employ the same approach as previous research measuring presidential attention to 

foreign policy issues (e.g. Wood and Peake 1998). The weekly measure gives a more 

complete picture of the president's agenda as compared to measures focusing on 

snap-shots of attention using the State of the Union Address (Cohen 1995; Hill 

1998). A complete record of presidential statements is available in the Public Papers 

of the President. We searched the subject index of each volume for keywords 

representing each of the issues and then read each reference in the body of the 

documents. We counted the number of paragraphs during each week of each year 

(1984 to 1995) of the Papers devoted to East Asia. We read each entry to ensure that 

it was pertinent to the keyword entry and the concept under investigation. The 

keywords used to search the index included: People's Republic of China, Taiwan, 

Hong Kong, Japan, Democratic Republic of Korea, Republic of Korea, Thailand, 

Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Philippines. 
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